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This is a pathbreaking conversation with Dr. Johannes Kleiner, a mathematician and physicist at 
the Munich Center for Mathematical Philosophy. He works at the cutting edge of an ever urgent 
question — is the universe conscious? He explains to Grin why the answer could well be, yes. 

 

 



 

 

 

 
Johannes Kleiner seeks to climb new heights in our understanding of the universe. 
 
1. What do you mean when you say that ‘the universe might be conscious’ or the 
‘universe might experience consciousness’? 
In order to explain this, I need to take a bit of a swing. My research is concerned with what is 
called “models of consciousness”. A model of consciousness is a scientific theory that attempts 
to explain how conscious experience and the physical domain (brain states, etc.) are connected. 
In the previous thirty years, many ideas have been put forward for how models of 
consciousness could be constructed. Some are based on empirical results from neuroscience or 
psychology, others are based on purely theoretical ideas. The vast majority of these models is 
not mathematical in nature, but rather formulated in terms of ordinary (scientific) language. 
However, in the recent decade, some models have been proposed that are more formal in 
nature, among them a model called ‘Integrated Information Theory’, which is very successful. 
This has brought me and a few colleagues to study mathematical models of consciousness. 
We’re investigating, e.g., what advantage mathematical tools have in the scientific study of 
consciousness compared to non-mathematical methodologies, and which implications 
characteristic features of consciousness, such as its private and subjective nature, have for 
scientific models of consciousness. 
The crucial ingredient in constructing and studying mathematical models of consciousness is to 
represent conscious experience in mathematical terms. This is what makes mathematical 
models of consciousness so powerful. One can use what is called a ‘mathematical space’ to 

 

 



 

 

represents the content of conscious experience. Once provided with some mathematical 
description of the physical domain (e.g. of the neural network in the brain), one can then apply a 
model of consciousness to calculate which conscious experience it would have. 
Now the crucial ingredient here is that any physical system that can be represented 
mathematically (in principle) can be ‘plugged into’ a model of consciousness to calculate the 
conscious experience of that system according to that model. Next to brains, this could be a 
mathematical description of a computer, a large network or even a approximate mathematical 
description of the universe. 
This is where the headline you have quoted above comes from. Mathematical models of 
consciousness allow us to calculate the conscious experience of all sorts of systems. And while 
a final verdict is still pending of which model of consciousness describes reality correctly, it is a 
possibility that the universe as a whole has some conscious experience. 
 
2. Could you explain the Integrated Information Theory in a manner that most people 
would understand? 
Let me try. Integrated Information Theory is a mathematical model of consciousness. So as 
explained above, it takes as input some mathematical description of a physical system and 
gives as output both the content and intensity of the system’s conscious experience, described 
in mathematical terms. In mathematical termninology, this is called a ‘mapping’ from physical 
systems, one the one hand, to spaces of conscious experience, on the other. 
The crucial ingredient in Integrated Information Theory is to define this mapping in a particular 
way. Think about your computer. It receives signals from the telephone cable and converts them 
into text you can read in you web browser. This process is nowadays described in terms of 
information: The computer receives information from the telephone cable, transforms this 
information suitably, and then displays this information to you in the web browser. 
Crucially, there are various different ways in which information can be transformed. Whereas for 
some websites, the transformation would be relatively ‘straightforward’, for other websites (e.g. 
ones that contain a complicated browser game) the transformation would be more involved, 
requiring the computer to pass information from some parts of its processors back to other parts 
several times. This is called ‘recurrent’ processing, and a computer or brain that carries out a lot 
of recurrent processing is called ‘integrated’. 
This is enough to explain the key intuition behind Integrated Information Theory. This theory is 
built up in such a way that systems which are doing a lot of recurrent processing — i.e. whose 
information processing is strongly integrated — exhibit a larger degree of consciousness than 
systems who are not doing any significant recurrent processing. 
To spell this out in detail, and to explain how the theory defines the content of consciousness in 
terms of integrated information requires a lot of mathematical tools. But the above is the 

 

 



 

 

fundamental intuition: The more integrated a system’s information processing is, the more 
consciousness it has. 
 
3. If we comprehensively conclude that the universe (and indeed inanimate things) can 
experience consciousness — how does this dramatically change our perception of the 
universe and indeed our own selves? 
Most scientist (including me, sometimes) think that all that exists are physical things — atoms, 
molecules and the like — and that these physical things make up the whole universe and 
everything that we can see and interact with. What we call consciousness is completely 
determined by these physical things. Consciousness does not make a difference to how the 
universe ‘ticks’. 
This view is called epiphenomenalism. Physicalism, the idea that consciousness is nothing but a 
particular property some physical systems can have, e.g. that of representing an ‘outside world’ 
in a particularly efficient manner, is a special case thereof. 
If there were any conclusive evidence that consciousness played a genuine causal role in the 
universe, that it is something that ‘is in the world’ next to physical quantities, that would have 
enormous consequences for the scientific view of the world. Evidence of this sort might lead to a 
scientific revolution no less extreme than the ones initiated by Nikolaus Kopernikus or Galileo 
Galilei. 
 
4. Where does this understanding of ‘the universe might be conscious’ fit into the debate 
between string theory and loop quantum gravity theory? 
Both string theory and loop quantum gravity compete to give a unified description of the physical 
reality. — A description from which everything else that physics describes follows. If 
epiphenomenalism were wrong, so that conscious experience itself could induce a change to 
how physical systems evolve, neither of the two theories could claim to be a full description of 
reality. They would have to be classified as omitting an important part of reality — conscious 
experience. 
 
5. For a long time, we discussed the ‘hard problem of consciousness’, does that IIT help 
us transcend this? And if yes, how? 
There are many different conceptions of what people mean when the use the term ‘hard 
problem’. For example, a prevalent definition among philosophers asserts that there is a 
metaphysical possibility that conscious experience would “attach” to the physical world in a 
completely different manner than it actually does. Thus, so the argument goes, there need to be 
laws of nature which specify how consciousness actually attaches to the physical domain. 
These laws are referred to as ‘nomological necessity’. 

 

 



 

 

This characterization of the hard problem is somewhat problematic as one can ask just what 
justifies the initial claim of metaphysical possibility. But in case that’s what you have in mind, IIT 
would certainly address it. IIT is a proposal for a law of nature that would do the job required by 
this understanding of the hard problem. 
Some think of the hard problem more in terms of intelligibility. The task, according to this 
conception, is that we need to make it intelligible why consciousness exists and why it attaches 
to the physical domain just in the way it does. Here, I am a bit less optimistic concerning IIT. For 
even if it were fully correct, I can’t see how it would answer the ‘why’ question. It would just be a 
fact about nature which we have to take into account, and might not satisfy our itch of curiosity 
completely. 
My most favourite conception of the hard problem is in terms of what is often called an 
‘explanatory gap’. Here, the idea is that conscious experience might be a phenomenon that has 
certain properties that render it incompatible with each and every one of the types of 
explanation used in natural science. If that were the case, we wouldn’t even know how to start 
explaining conscious experience scientifically. There would be a gap between conscious 
experience and natural science when it comes to scientific explanation, hence ‘explanatory gap’. 
This doesn’t mean that we can’t ever explain conscious experience. But it requires us to make 
changes to what we call a scientific explanation, and might require us to develop completely 
new forms of explanation. 
If there were an explanatory gap, IIT in its current form would not be solving the hard problem. It 
is a scientific theory similar to many other theories in other fields and does make use of the 
usual way of explaining things in more mathematical sciences. But its mathematical structure 
could possibly be adapted to more advanced modes of explanation. So there certainly is hope! 
 
6. In a post-pandemic world, would it be correct to say that a deeper understanding of 
consciousness is not only important, but urgent? If yes, why? 
Within science, I think there is no other problem which is as deep, as puzzling and as 
mysterious as the problem of consciousness, and I think much can be gained if we make 
progress in uncovering this mystery. My hope is that eventually, this might help us to create a 
better world, e.g. by supporting the development of new cures for medical diseases associated 
with conscious perception. The road may be long, but I think it’s worth taking it. 
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We have experimented, a small group of students, with the phenomena of weather in the form 

of tidal waves and typhoons, and stopped them dead before they could do anything, and 

watched them dissolve and disappear in space.  You know why?  Every unnatural condition of 

weather is nothing but a mental malpractice.  It isn’t a condition of weather.  It doesn’t start at 

the North Pole or the South Pole.  It starts in a universal belief in two powers, and it is stopped in 

its tracks when it hits up against the realization of one Power, and that one Power is the spirit of 

God in me, the spirit of God in you, the presence of God in you, the life of God in you.  It stops it 

dead.  You see, nothing can enter your experience except through your consciousness, and if 

there’s a rumor of a storm, it has to get into your consciousness before it can manifest.  And if 

you stop it dead, one with God is a majority.  One with God is a majority.  Two or more gathered 

together in that, in this truth, ten righteous men can save a city.  All points to just one thing.  It 

takes but very little realization to wipe out the evils of this world as they touch our individual 

consciousness. 

 

Remember this, you cannot experience anything that does not enter your consciousness.  But, 

anything can enter your consciousness, unless you are standing there.  Now, you remember I 

brought out at one of these classes, open or closed, that here is my body.  That’s all you see. 

You don’t see me; you see my body.  And there’s another part of me you don’t see, and that’s my 

mind, because my mind is invisible.  Now, behind my mind stands “Me.”  There is Me, and my 

mind, and my body.  Now, you follow this as I say it to you.  I have a mind.  Is that true?  Is it true 

of you?  You better be sure.  I have a mind.  I have a body.  And remember I am standing back 

here and addressing my mind, and it, in turn, governs my body.  But, remember my body can’t 

catch cold.  It has to enter through the mind, and that means I let it in.  See how important I am 

in my life.  I stand behind me.  I stand behind my mind and my body.  If I say to my hand up, it 

 

 



 

 

goes up.   If I say down, it goes down.  If I say give, it gives.  If I say withhold, it withholds, 

because the hand has no intelligence.  It can do nothing of itself but it must respond to Me—for I 

am its voice.  And I, through the mind, impart my will to this hand. 

 

Then, if I realize that I and my Father are one, all that my Father hath is mine.  Here where I stand 

I am on holy ground, for right here I and the Father are one.  Thou seest me, thou seest the 

Father that sent me, for I and the Father are one.  All that the Father hath is mine, the 

intelligence of the Father, the love of the Father, the life of the Father, the being of the Father, the 

spirit of the Father, all of this is mine.  I and the Father are one.  The qualities of the Father and 

the quantities of the Father, all of these are mine.  Therefore, I am the fulfillment, the 

presentation of all that God is.  And nothing from without can enter my consciousness that 

defileth or maketh a lie, because I stand here in the realization of God as constituting my being. 

Now, let the world’s belief be what it may.  Let universal belief be what it may.  Let everyone 

think what they will.  I and my Father are one, and nothing can enter my consciousness that 

defileth or maketh a lie. 

 

And the 91st Psalm says that if I live, if I dwell in this secret place of the most High, none of 

these evils shall come nigh my dwelling place—not some of them, none of them.  None.  And the 

Master said, “If I abide in this Word and let this Word abide in me, I will bear fruit richly,” and it 

doesn’t make any difference what’s happening to the thousand at my left or the ten thousand at 

my right, because he also says that, “If I do not abide in this Word and I do not let this Word 

abide in me, I will be as a branch of a tree that is cut off and withereth.” 

 

Do you see who determines your life?  Do you see who determines the experiences of your life? 

You do.  You do.  By consciously identifying yourself with God, you open yourself to all that God 

is by recognizing the source of error, the nature of error as an imposed suggestion from without 

 

 



 

 

and standing there and refuting it.  You “nothingize” it.  Absolutely nothingize these suggestions 

as they reach you. 

 

Now, we have here a question:  “In the past, we have been using affirmations and denials.  Now 

in The Infinite Way it is the realization of the Presence.  Since we have been warned not to mix 

these two systems, and it takes time to develop spiritual consciousness, what system should be 

used in the interim?” 

 

Now, that’s a good question.  It is.  It is.  It’s a good question.  I like it.  Because it is not that 

affirmations and denials are forbidden, in the sense of acknowledging the truth and denying the 

error, because I have just been affirming my conscious union with God, my conscious oneness 

with God, and I’ve been denying a power to mental malpractice, to the universal imposed 

suggestions from without.  So, I have been affirming, and I have been denying.  But, when it says 

in our literature that we must not use affirmations and denials, it means repeating statements of 

truth over and over and over again for the purpose of making something happen. 

 

In other words, we don’t take a prayer and recite it a hundred times, and then say by the time we 

get to the hundredth time the ill will be gone.  We don’t repeat it and repeat it and repeat it for 

the purpose of making something happen, but we do consciously remember it, that is what Paul 

calls “praying without ceasing.”  Morning, noon, and night, we are affirming something to 

ourselves and denying something.  Morning, noon, and night, we are affirming I and the Father 

are one.  All that the Father hath is mine.  We may not use that terminology, because the same 

statement is written in our writings a thousand different ways.  So, it isn’t necessary to use the 

same statement, but the same theme is there in the same way. 

 

 

 



 

 

The major principle, healing Principle in The Infinite Way is this realization of the nature of error, 

because now you don’t need any God to get rid of it for you.  You don’t have to make a God 

contact to heal disease.  Now, it’s only necessary to know the truth, the nothingness of that 

which is claiming to impose upon, impose itself upon you from without and its universal nature. 

You’re going to discover a great secret very soon.  And that is that the very minute you’re asked 

for help and don’t pin something onto your patient, they’re going to get well, so suddenly well 

sometimes that it’s going to shock you, because the only thing that has held them in their 

disease is the personalization of the evil.  Somebody has been blaming it on them, including 

themselves.  Somebody has said that it’s their fault.  It’s their wrong thinking.  It’s their lust, or 

their malice, or their enmity, or they may not like their mother-in-law.  Well, you can’t love all 

mother-in-laws, you know, I mean let’s be reasonable.  There’s a limit.  But that shouldn’t make 

anybody ill. 

 

And certainly this fantastic notion about hate and jealousy.  All my metaphysical life I’ve been 

hearing how it causes cancer.  And if you’d know the type of women that I’ve met that have had 

cancer, I can’t find any of that hate and jealousy in them to that extent.  A little bit of it, of course, 

we all have that, but not enough to cause cancer.  I know it isn’t true. 

 

And I’ll surprise you with something else.  I’ve had cases of newborn babies with cancer before 

they had a chance to hate.  Now, who we going to blame it on?  How are we going to blame 

these diseases on the wrong thinking of the unborn baby?  Do you see that you’ve got to wake 

up now and bear with us in this work, because The Infinite Way hasn’t covered this globe in 

thirteen years by being promoted, or financed, or advertised.  It has gone on its own power of 

healing.  And what has brought about this healing?  The impersonalization of evil.  The 

recognition that evil doesn’t start in you.  It starts in an Adamic belief in two powers, and then it 

keeps imposing itself in one form or another, until it comes to us as a suggestion—a suggestion 

of weather, a suggestion of climate, a suggestion of one thing or another.  And we admit it into 

 

 



 

 

our consciousness, and then say, “Now, how shall I get rid of it?”  It’s much better to keep the 

locks on the door and keep the thief out, rather than worrying how to get rid of him after he’s in. 

So it is with this. 

Part 3/4 was posted in 2017 on the iwihub website: 

https://iwihub.com/2017/03/31/nothing-takes-place-outside-consciousness-35 
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